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The New Geography of Food Security: Exploring the Potential of Urban Food Strategies 
 
 
 
Introduction 
Debates on food security have historically taken place at two different levels. The 
͞pƌoduĐtiǀist͟ positioŶ that eŵeƌged fƌoŵ disĐussioŶs at the Woƌld Food CoŶfeƌeŶĐe ;ϭϵϳϰͿ 
has constructed the problem as one of national self-sufficiency, especially in developing 
countries. Over time, and largely as a ƌesult of “eŶ͛s seŵiŶal ǁoƌk ;ϭϵϴϭͿ oŶ eŶtitleŵeŶt and 
access, productivism has been challenged by an access-based approach that situates food 
seĐuƌitǇ iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of pooƌ households͛ suƌǀiǀal stƌategies.  
In recent years, the unfolding of a new geography of food security has been exposing the 
limitations of extreme macro- (i.e., national) and micro- (i.e., household-level) perspectives. 
Food iŶseĐuƌitǇ todaǇ is iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ ͞ďiŵodal͟, eŶĐoŵpassiŶg issues of ƋuaŶtitǇ aŶd 
quality, under- and over-consumption, in both developed and developing countries. 
Moƌeoǀeƌ, at a tiŵe ǁheŶ ŵost of the ǁoƌld͛s populatioŶ liǀes iŶ Đities, food seĐuƌitǇ has 
also assumed a strong urban dimension, which raises new issues of physical and financial 
aĐĐess to food. FiŶallǇ, the ƌeĐeŶt eŵeƌgeŶĐe of a ͞Neǁ Food EƋuatioŶ͟, ŵaƌked by food 
price hikes, dwindling natural resources, land grabbing activities, social unrest, and the 
effects of climate change (Morgan and Sonnino 2010), is bringing onto the global food 
security agenda a range of often interrelated sustainability concerns (Lang et al. 2009). 
Global food dynamics always have context-specific manifestations and impacts. As Marsden 
and Sonnino (2012, 427) state, food has particular spatial configurative features, since its 
production and consumption embody essential (and uncontrollable) natural and metabolic 
processes that depend on the type and amount of resources available. For this reason, 
͞food sǇsteŵs – and their health and wellbeing attributes – inherently interact with (and 
shapeͿ spaĐes aŶd plaĐes͟. The bimodal dynamics that are shaping the new global 
geography of food security are bound to impact upon (and be impacted by) local 
environmental, socio-cultural and economic contexts in very different ways. It is then not 
surprising that innovative food policies are emerging at the local level, particularly in 
industrialized countries, where municipal governments are recasting themselves as food 
system innovators.  
Several academic and non-academic observers have recently documented the emergence of 
urban food strategies, especially in relation to the new governance mechanisms that they 
have introduced to bring civil society into the food policy arena (Blay-Palmer 2009; FAO 
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2011a; Viljoen and Wiskerke 2012). As yet, however, no analysis has been performed to 
distil the vision behind these efforts to reform the urban foodscape. What are the shared 
features of the emerging municipal policy discourses on food? Are these narratives 
signalling a new paradigmatic shift in the interpretation of (and responses to) current food 
insecurities? More generally: Are we witnessing the emergence of a new localism that is 
beginning to address the complex dynamics at play through a reconfiguration of the 
relationships between food system actors, spaces and governance scales?  
To begin to answer these questions, the paper examines 15 urban food strategies from 
Canada, the USA and the UK1 – countries that are widely considered as pioneers of 
municipally-led food policies (Mendes 2008; Sonnino 2009a). The sample includes cities of 
very different sizes where public bodies have produced or commissioned a strategic 
document that explicitly aims to reconfigure the urban food system. These documents, 
which always include a vision statement, an action plan and often also a set of indicators 
that aim to facilitate the monitoring of progress towards the identified goals, have been 
comparatively analysed in relation to three main discursive elements: the motivations 
ďehiŶd Đities͛ peƌĐeiǀed Ŷeed to ƌe-scale food governance; the key concepts and ideas 
deployed to construct the underlying narrative of the strategies; and the role attributed to 
re-localization in relation to food security and sustainability concerns. Altogether, such 
elements provide important insights into the potential of these urban innovations to 
become a significant counterforce to the complex socio-economic and environmental 
dynamics that are shaping the new geography of food security. At the same time, as it will 
be argued in the conclusions, they identify new intervention areas that require more specific 
attention in the formulation of theoretical and policy agendas for food security. 
 
Reclaiming the local in food security debates: the context 
The debate on food security has traditionally been polarized around two main narratives. 
The fiƌst, aŶd oldest, is a ͞pƌoduĐtiǀist͟ disĐouƌse that eŵeƌged fƌoŵ the ϭϵϳϰ Woƌld Food 
Conference, when food security was for the first time conceptualized as an issue of national 
self-sufficiency or self-reliance – ͞ǁhetheƌ a ĐouŶtƌǇ ĐaŶ ŵeet its oǁŶ food Ŷeeds͟ ;LaŶg et 
al. 2009, 255; see also Harsch 1992). Today, the proponents of this approach continue to 
focus on the supply side of the food chain and on the efficiency of the production process, 
emphasizing the role of scientific and technological innovation in mitigating food shortages. 
The central idea is that developed nations need to increase their food production for 
domestic consumption and to supply developing countries (Dibden et al. 2011; Rosin 2013).  
                                                          
1 The sample includes Toronto and Vancouver (Canada); New York City, Chicago, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, 
Oakland and San Francisco (USA); Plymouth, Bristol, London, Newquay, Brighton and Hove, Manchester and 
Lewisham (UK).  
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During the 1980s, the persistence of food crises in the global South, Đoupled ǁith “eŶ͛s 
influential theory on food entitlement and access (1981), began to change the emphasis 
fƌoŵ the ͞Ŷatuƌal͟ Đauses of huŶgeƌ to its ǁideƌ politiĐal aŶd soĐio-economic context (Dilley 
and Boudreaw 2001; Gladwin et al. 2001; Valdivia and Gilles 2001). Over time, this created a 
shift from an international and national (i.e., macro) policy focus to an emphasis on the 
iŶdiǀidual ;i.e., ŵiĐƌoͿ leǀel of pooƌ households, geŶeƌatiŶg the eŵeƌgeŶĐe of a ͞liǀelihood 
seĐuƌitǇ͟ ŵodel that has uŶĐoǀeƌed the ĐoŵpleǆitǇ of deŵaŶd stƌategies employed by 
vulnerable people2 (Maxwell, 1996; Lindenberg 2002; Davies et al. 2001). In current 
debates, this model has been incorporated into wider access-based approaches that focus 
on issues of food distribution (Sage 2013) and emphasize the role of traditional knowledge 
and endogenous development strategies in addressing food insecurity (IAASTAD 2009; 
Marsden 2013). 
An emerging literature is raising the need for a new type of approach that bridges the gap 
between supply-led and demand-led narratives and between macro- and micro-
perspectives on food insecurity (Barling et al. 2008; Sonnino et al. 2014). Central to this 
argument is the recognition that the unfolding of a new and complex geography is adding 
new layers of ŵeaŶiŶg to the ǀeƌǇ ŶotioŶ of ͞seĐuƌitǇ͟ iŶ relation to the food system. Simply 
put, the concept of food security today evokes a series of interrelated public health, 
political, socio-economic and ecological crises that threaten human survival and, for this 
reason, require strong public intervention. For the State, securing appropriate quantities of 
quality food for all citizens is crucial to reduce the human and financial costs of a constantly 
worsening public and ecological health crisis and to avoid social unrest.  
Four fundamental dimensions of the problem currently shape the rhetoric on food security. 
First, the ͞ŶutƌitioŶ tƌaŶsitioŶ͟, liŶked to the gloďal eǆpaŶsioŶ of the WesteƌŶ diet, has given 
prominence to the qualitative dimension of the concept. Food security is no longer just a 
pƌoďleŵ of ͞uŶdeƌ-ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ͟ ;i.e., ͞ƋuaŶtitǇ͟Ϳ; it eŶĐoŵpasses also pƌoďleŵs of over- 
and mal-consumption – or, as Lang (2010, ϵϱͿ states, ͞all diet-related ill health, not just 
huŶgeƌ͟. IŶ shoƌt, food iŶseĐuƌitǇ is fuŶdamentally a bimodal problem of malnutrition (Ashe 
and Sonnino ϮϬϭϯͿ that affeĐts oǀeƌ oŶe Ƌuaƌteƌ of the ǁoƌld͛s populatioŶ iŶ ďoth the gloďal 
North and the developing South. This juxtaposition of hunger and obesity is complicating 
efforts to design an effective food security agenda. As Shaw (2007, ϰϭϮͿ poiŶted out, ͞it 
would be grotesquely perverse if attention to world hunger and food insecurity were to be 
diverted by a focus on the obesity epidemic. Both Đƌises ŵust ďe oǀeƌĐoŵe͟. 
                                                          
2 As oŶe ƌeǀieǁeƌ poiŶted out, feŵiŶist sĐholaƌs plaǇed aŶ iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌole iŶ the deǀelopŵeŶt of this ͞iŶtƌa-
household eŶtitleŵeŶts͟ fƌaŵeǁoƌk. IŶ heƌ ϭϵϴϳ ďook oŶ faŵiŶe iŶ Malaǁi, for example, Megan Vaughan 
strongly criticized the tendency to draw conclusions on the causes of hunger from aggregate data on food 
supplies and stressed the local variety of experiences and perceptions that are historically associated with 
famine. 
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Second, the new geography of food security has also added an important political dimension 
to the concept. Indeed, the food riots that followed the spike in fuel, food and energy prices 
of 2008 demonstrated that ensuring that all citizens have access to quality food is not just a 
moral imperative; it is also a matter of national security, as G8 countries acknowledged at 
their first ever meeting on agri-food issues held in Italy in 2009 (Morgan and Sonnino, 2010).  
At the core of the problem here there are new issues of access to nutritionally adequate 
food. In the past, this fundamental dimension of food security was addressed primarily in 
physical and spatial terms – as implied, for example, ďǇ the ĐoŶĐept of ͞food deseƌts͟ 
(Wrigley 2002). To some extent, this scholarly focus was a ƌefleĐtioŶ of a ǁideƌ ͞ďias͟ iŶ 
food provisioning, which privileged the welfare needs of urban populations to avoid the 
dangers of social unrest in densely populated areas. As Marsden and Sonnino (2012) recall, 
the intensive food regime that dominated industrialized countries in the 20th century 
provided a clear allocation of functions for the city and the countryside, which resulted in a 
͞fuŶdaŵeŶtal sepaƌatioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ƌuƌal iŶteŶsiǀe pƌoduĐtioŶ sǇsteŵs aŶd ŵass uƌďaŶ 
ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ spaĐes͟ ;ϮϬϭϮ, ϰϮϴͿ. The priority was to strictly demarcate agricultural land 
and enhance production for a growing and increasingly concentrated urban population. 
 Today, spatial and sectoral policies have become less relevant to address the new 
geography of food security, which is shaped primarily by problems of financial access to 
nutritious food. Again, these are especially evident in urban contexts, where most residents 
are not directly engaged in food production and have to rely on cash to purchase their food 
(Sonnino 2009a). At a time of recession and financial crisis, shortage of cash is bound to 
have significant public health implications for the growing number of urban poor. As stated 
by the General Director of the World Health Organization (Chan 2009Ϳ, ͞ǁheŶ ŵoŶeǇ is 
tight, the first things that drop out of the diet are usually the healthy foods, like fruits, 
vegetables, and lean sources of protein, which are nearly always more expeŶsiǀe͟ ;see also 
Mullie et al. 2010)3.  
The third fundamental dimension of the new geography of food security is indeed its 
extreme variation across different socio-economic groups (UN Habitat 2010), which 
mainstream strategies have thus far been unable to address, especially in urban areas. As 
FAO (2011b) has recentlǇ ƌeĐogŶized, ͞poliĐies aŶd ƌesouƌĐes dealiŶg ǁith poǀeƌtǇ, 
exclusion and inequalities in cities remain highly inadequate. As a result, urban diets are 
                                                          
3 EŶgels͛ laǁ pƌediĐts that a rise in household and national income tends to decrease the proportion of that 
income spent on food. The new geography of food security is reversing this trend. In the UK, for example, a 
recent Parliamentary Inquiry into Hunger and Food Poverty revealed that the proportion of household income 
spent on food increased between 2003 and 2011, mostly as a result of rising food prices (Field, 2014). 
Predictably, the effects have been especially negative for households in the lowest income group, which are 
consuming less healthy foods (such as fruit and vegetables) and more processed products (such as bacon and 
cheese) (see also Social Mobility and Child Poverty Commission 2013). 
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affeĐted aŶd ŵalŶutƌitioŶ has ďeĐoŵe a ŵajoƌ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ͟. “oĐial uŶƌest has eŵeƌged as a 
visible manifestation of widening inequalities. As Holt-Gimenez (2008) noted, the food riots 
that folloǁed the pƌiĐe suƌge of ϮϬϬϴ eǆploded Ŷot iŶ aƌeas ǁeƌe food ǁas uŶaǀailaďle, ͞ďut 
ǁheƌe aǀailaďle food ǁas too eǆpeŶsiǀe foƌ the pooƌ͟-- that is, in urban areas.  
Fourth, the new geography of food security is increasingly affected by a series of 
interrelated ecological pressures. So far, academic debates on the interplay between food 
security and environmental sustainability have mostly focused on climate change – its 
uneven effects on food productive systems and the responsibility of industrialized nations to 
alleviate the problem in developing countries. An emerging but still very fragmented 
literature is beginning to add important details to this debate. In synthesis, it has been 
argued that gloďal food ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ patteƌŶs, liŶked to the eǆpaŶsioŶ of the ͞ŶutƌitioŶ 
tƌaŶsitioŶ͟, aƌe deĐƌeasiŶg the aǀailaďilitǇ of ǁateƌ, ǁhiĐh is ǁidelǇ utilized foƌ iƌƌigatioŶ iŶ 
agriculture and for processing foods (such as meat and dairy products) that form the basis of 
the Western diet (Collette et al. 2011). At the same time, urbanization is exacerbating the 
problem of soil degradation (UNEP 2012), especially in developing countries, where the 
amount of land devoted to food production continues to decrease (Chappel and LaValle 
2011). Global food security is further threatened by very high levels of food losses and 
waste that occur at different stages of the supply chain and that affect as much as one third 
of the total amount of food that is produced globally. At a time of rising food insecurity, 
there are clearly new questions that need to be addressed regarding the availability of 
adequate technologies and infrastructure (see Parfit et al. 2010), as well as global 
purchasing trends and consumer/retailer habits (UNEP 2012). More generally, as Fish et al. 
(2013) explain, one fundamental question that lies at the heart of the current debate on 
food security is whether and how the presumed need to increase production can be 
reconciled with wider limits to sustainability. 
In synthesis, urbanization, a persistent financial crisis, widening socio-economic inequalities 
and a range of ecological issues that have emerged at all stages of the supply chain are 
changing the geography of food insecurity. Industrialized and developing countries are 
today united in a global fight against malnutrition, a problem that is especially evident in 
cities, where environmental degradation is also mostly concentrated. Clearly, there is a 
need for a new theoretical and policy agenda that aĐĐouŶts foƌ the ͞deeplǇ iŶteƌ-locking 
nature of economic, social and eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sǇsteŵs͟ to pƌoŵote ͞more cross-sectoral 
approaches to decision-making͟ (Misselhorn et al. 2012, 10). Quoting Lang (2010, 94), 
͞ǁheƌeas the pƌoduĐtioŶist paƌadigŵ assuŵed that the Eaƌth ǁas liŵitless, the Ŷeǁ eƌa͛s 
policies must assume the connections between environment, social justice and health͟ ;see 
also Garnett 2013, 36). In practice, this entails a shift from the conventional tendency to 
address single issues problems to the adoption of a systemic perspective that takes into 
account the interrelatedness of the whole food chain and of the whole food cycle (Lang and 
Barling 2012, 318). 
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Urban food strategies provide an excellent starting point for the development of this new 
agenda. In Canada, the USA and the UK an increasing number of municipal governments 
have been devising policies that aim to develop more synergistic relationships between food 
consumers and producers and between urban areas and their surrounding rural hinterland. 
The phenomenon has been documented by a number of researchers, who have highlighted 
the transformative potential of these innovations (Sonnino, 2009b; Viljoen and Wiskerke 
2010), especially in relation to the new variable spatial, socio-economic and ecological 
͞fiǆes͟ that they are attempting to create (Marsden and Sonnino 2012). However, the 
literature still lacks a critique of these emerging initiatives. A crucial question for theorists to 
consider is whether urban food strategies are creating a fundamental shift in the food 
system or if they are merely examples of niches that fail to make a dent in the dominant 
discourse and practices (Sonnino and Spayde 2014). To begin to address this issue, this 
paper provides the first comparative analysis of the narratives that frame the new urban 
food policies. As Nally (2014) has recently argued, discourses on food security are as 
important as its socio-economic and political dynamics; indeed, through their symbolic 
poǁeƌ, theǇ ͞pƌoduĐe a soĐial ƌealitǇ͟ ;NallǇ ϮϬϭϰ, 1). 
Two issues deserve attention as a background to this analysis. First, the eǆpƌessioŶ ͞food 
seĐuƌitǇ͟ never features in the titles of urban food strategies4. However, it is arguably the 
main underlying theme of all documents analysed. In some cases, there is a direct reference 
to the problem of food insecurity in the identification of specific policy objectives. New York 
City (New York City Council 2010), for instance, devotes an entire section of its food plan to 
͞ŵoǀiŶg fƌoŵ food sǇsteŵ iŶseĐuƌitǇ to oppoƌtuŶitǇ͟; Oakland (Unger and Wooten 2006) 
identifies food security as the first goal of its strategy. In most urban food strategies, 
however, the emphasis on food security translates into a strong focus on public health and 
issues of access to nutritious food for all citizens. Food security, in short, is operationalized 
in relation to its access dimension --  ͞iŶĐƌeasiŶg aĐĐess to fƌesh, Ŷutƌitious, aŶd affoƌdaďle 
foods͟ ;ChiĐagoͿ, ensuring ͞equal aĐĐess to good food͟ ;Los AŶgelesͿ, estaďlishiŶg ͞health-
foĐused food poliĐies͟ ;ToƌoŶtoͿ oƌ ͞diet-ƌelated health oďjeĐtiǀes͟ ;NeǁƋuaǇͿ, making sure 
that ͞eǀeƌǇoŶe has aĐĐess to healthǇ, ĐultuƌallǇ diǀeƌse aŶd affoƌdaďle food͟ ;VaŶĐouǀeƌͿ, 
increasing the health aŶd ǁelfaƌe of ĐitizeŶs ͞thƌough iŵpƌoǀed aĐĐess to Ŷutƌitious aŶd 
safe food͟ ;LeǁishaŵͿ, eŶhaŶĐiŶg ͞aĐĐess to affoƌdaďle food foƌ all ƌesideŶts͟ ;BƌightoŶ and 
Hove).  
Second, food security is never discussed in isolation. Faced with the emergence of a range of 
environmental problems that continue to threaten their capacity to provide access to 
nutritious food for all their residents, city governments invariably embed security into a 
wider health and sustainability agenda that emerges with clarity in the titles of the 
                                                          
4 This may reflect an effort by urban governments to subsume food security under a wider sustainability 
agenda that resonates more widely across the policy and civil society communities. As I will explain, urban 
food strategies make a clear effort to emphasize the connections between food and other sectors and to stress 
its potential contributions to the achievement of other environmental and socio-economic objectives. 
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documents analysed (especially those from the UK and Canada). In this respect, urban food 
strategies echo recent academic arguments by Lang and Barling (2012, ϯϮϮͿ, foƌ ǁhoŵ ͞the 
only food system to be secure is that which is sustainable, and the route to food security is 
ďǇ addƌessiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟. 
 
Rethinking the food system: a comparative analysis of urban food strategies 
The earliest examples of urban food strategies go back to 2006, with cities as diverse as 
London, Lewisham, Leeds, Brighton and Hove (UK) and Oakland (USA) as pioneers. In the 
following years, the number of cities that launched their own municipal food strategies grew 
exponentially, especially in the UK, where, between 2007 and 2011, Manchester, Newquay, 
Plymouth and Bristol all published their own visions for the reform of their urban food 
system. In North America, the phenomenon is slightly more recent. Following the lead of 
Oakland and San Francisco (2008), Chicago, New York City, Toronto, Philadelphia, Vancouver 
and Baltimore launched their strategies between 2009 and 2011. Variously called ͞plaŶ,͟ 
͞stƌategǇ͟ oƌ ͞Đhaƌteƌ͟, these doĐuŵeŶts haǀe a siŵilaƌ foƌŵat: a ǀisioŶ stateŵeŶt, aŶ 
action plan and, in some cases, a more or less detailed set of indicators that are meant to 
guide a review of progress towards the stated objectives. The analysis of these documents 
aimed to distil their shared discursive elements on the food system and was organized 
around three main questions: What type of foodscape do these documents envision, and 
why? Does the rescaling of food governance coincide with the emergence of a new localism 
that aims to reconfigure the relationship between food system actors and spaces? What 
kind of concrete priorities and measures do city governments identify to deal with the 
effects of the new geography of food security? 
Urban food strategies: the governance context  
The first common element that can be identified in the majority of urban food strategies is a 
pervasive awareness of the unique role that cities can play in facilitating a systemic 
transformation of the food system. Behind this awareness is the recognition that cities have 
͞a ŵajoƌ stake iŶ the ǁaǇ food is pƌoduĐed͟ ;Neǁ Yoƌk CitǇ CouŶĐil 2010, 16), given the 
͞stƌoŶg ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ that eǆists ďetǁeeŶ food aŶd the uƌďaŶ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͟ ;Unger and 
Wooten 2006, ϭϭͿ as ǁell as the ͞disĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ͟ ďetǁeeŶ the ĐitǇ aŶd the pƌoduĐtiǀe 
landscape (Manchester City Council 2007). In a few cases, this narrative is reinforced 
through reference to the important role that citizen food movements have historically 
played in engendering positive change (New York City Council 2010, 10) – as demonstrated, 
for instance, by the role of changing citizen demand in boosting the development of niche 
food products in Toronto (Public Health Department 2010, 7).  
The identification of food as a new policy arena for city governments often inspires 
ambitious narratives about global leadeƌship. ToƌoŶto͛s stƌategǇ ŵakes ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the 
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ĐitǇ͛s loŶg-staŶdiŶg ƌeputatioŶ ͞as a ǁoƌld leadeƌ iŶ food thiŶkiŶg aŶd aĐtioŶ͟ ;ToƌoŶto 
Public Health Department 2010, 6); New York City aspiƌes to ďeĐoŵe ͞a leadeƌ iŶ food 
sǇsteŵ͛s ĐhaŶge͟ ;Neǁ Yoƌk CitǇ CouŶĐil 2010, 3); and Los Angeles (Food Policy Task Force 
2010, ϲͿ positioŶs itself as a ͞ǁoƌld leadeƌ͟ iŶ the pƌoǀisioŶ of ͞healthǇ, affoƌdaďle, faiƌ aŶd 
sustainable food͟.  
Significantly, this awareness of the opportunities created by a rescaling of political action 
does not translate into an autarkic or defensive approach to food system change. Urban 
food strategies often make explicit reference to the constraints created by a wider 
eĐoŶoŵiĐ ĐoŶteǆt that ŵakes Đities ͞Ŷet iŵpoƌteƌs of food͟ ;MaŶĐhesteƌ City Council 2007), 
subject to market forces and vulnerable to changing consumer preferences (London 
Development Agency 2006, 17). To overcome such constraints and recapture power from 
the conventional system, many of the documents analysed raise the need for changes in the 
wider governance context. In some cases, the documents include requests for specific forms 
of intervention, such as a re-orientation of farm subsidies to support the production of 
healthy food (New York City Council 2010, 3) or, in the case of Philadelphia, the introduction 
of new regional tax policies to incentivize fresh food production for local markets (DVRPC 
2011, 30). In short, cities see themselves as pioneers of a wider food system change – or, as 
stated in Neǁ Yoƌk CitǇ͛s stƌategǇ ;New York City Council 2010, ϯͿ, ͞a ŵodel of how targeted 
loĐal aĐtioŶ ĐaŶ suppoƌt laƌge sĐale iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts͟. 
Re-thinking localization in the context of a holistic approach to sustainability 
In general, notioŶs of ͞fƌeshŶess͟ aŶd ͞healthiŶess͟ are central in the narratives of urban 
food strategies. Significantly, however, they are never discussed in isolation from other 
sustainability objectives. The city of Toronto (Public Health Department 2010, 6), for 
eǆaŵple, eŶǀisioŶs a ͞health-foĐused food sǇsteŵ͟ that ͞Ŷouƌishes the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt, 
protects against climate change, promotes social justice, creates local and diverse economic 
deǀelopŵeŶt, ďuilds ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͟. Likewise, Los Angeles (Food Policy Task Force 2010, 11) 
uses the ŶotioŶ of ͞good food͟ to fƌaŵe its ǀisioŶ foƌ a food sǇsteŵ that ͞pƌioƌitizes the 
health and wellbeing of our residents [and] makes healthy, high-ƋualitǇ food affoƌdaďle͟, 
while also contributing to enhance the urban environment, create a thriving economy and 
protect and strengthen regional biodiversity and natural resources. For the city of Bristol 
(Bristol Food Network 2009, 2Ϳ, a ͞sustaiŶaďle aŶd ƌesilieŶt food eĐoŶoŵǇ͟, ǁhiĐh is 
identified as the main objective of its food strategy, ͞has an important contribution to make 
to ďoth eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ health͟. AloŶg these lines, Philadelphia (DVRPC 
2011, ϰͿ goes as faƌ as defiŶiŶg ͞loĐal aŶd healthǇ food ŵoǀeŵeŶts͟ as ͞eĐoŶoŵiĐ 
deǀelopŵeŶt stƌategies͟.  
More generally, what emerges in these documents is a tendency to approach food security 
in very holistic terms, through the use of a language that makes explicit reference, at the 
same time, to the economy, society and the environment – the fundamental pillars of 
sustainable development. Brighton and Hove (Food Partnership 2006, 1) was one of the 
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earliest cities to stress in its food strategy the relationships that the food system has with 
͞soĐial eƋuitǇ, eĐoŶoŵiĐ pƌospeƌitǇ, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ, gloďal faiƌ tƌade aŶd the 
health and well being of all ƌesideŶts͟. A siŵilaƌ ǀieǁ is pƌeseŶt iŶ NeǁƋuaǇ͛s food stƌategǇ 
(Duchy of Cornwall et al. 2007), ǁhiĐh highlights the ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs ďetǁeeŶ ͞food, health, the 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ ƌegeŶeƌatioŶ͟, aŶd iŶ the Philadelphia͛s plaŶ, ǁhiĐh eŵphasizes 
the poteŶtial of food iŶ teƌŵs of ͞stƌeŶgtheŶiŶg the agƌiĐultuƌal seĐtoƌ, iŵpƌoǀiŶg puďliĐ 
health, pƌoteĐtiŶg soil aŶd ǁateƌ ƌesouƌĐes͟ aŶd, ŵoƌe ďƌoadlǇ, ͞eŶĐouƌagiŶg diǀeƌsitǇ, 
innovatioŶ aŶd ĐollaďoƌatioŶ͟ ;DV‘PC 2011).  
This holistic interpretation of the benefits produced by a sustainable and secure food 
system has important repercussions on the conceptualization of re-localization – a strategy 
that the academic literature has often linked quite closely with sustainability outcomes 
(Renting et al. 2003; Sonnino 2013). In general, local food tends to be promoted for its 
economic and environmental benefits – or, as stated by New York City͛s Council (2010, 4), 
its potential to create employment opportunities for urban residents and to decrease 
energy costs. However, by and large cities do not consider re-localization (or, more 
precisely, the development of urban food production) as an end goal. In general, local food 
is just a means to an end – i.e., it is embedded in a wider strategy for sustainability. Indeed, 
most urban food strategies do not define or attempt to delimit their local food system; 
rather, they describe it through the multiple benefits that it is expected to deliver (including 
global fairtrade, which is explicitlǇ ŵeŶtioŶed iŶ ďoth BƌightoŶ aŶd Hoǀe͛s aŶd Bƌistol͛s 
documents).  
Brighton and Hove provides an especially illustrative example of this new localism. Whereas 
in its first food strategy (Brighton and Hove Food Partnership 2006, 7) the English city placed 
a strong emphasis on a ͞loĐalised food sǇsteŵ͟ for the environmental benefits that this 
produces, its most recent document (Brighton and Hove Food Partnership 2012, 28) states: 
Our strategy addresses ways in which we can localise our food production and 
increase consumption of food produced from within a 50-mile radius, but only as 
part of a sustainable food system. The distance travelled by food, whilst significant, 
is Ŷot the oŶlǇ ŵeasuƌe of food͛s eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal iŵpaĐt […] the energy intensiveness 
of production and storage are amongst other crucial factors. 
Toronto provides another important example of this new tendency to embed localization 
into a wider sustainability vision. As stated in its food strategy (Toronto Public Health 
Department 2010, 12): 
Sometimes, both the local food movement and its detractors have become absorbed 
in debates expressing the same compartmentalized thinking that characterizes the 
doŵiŶaŶt food sǇsteŵ. […] The issue is Ŷot so ŵuĐh ǁhiĐh siŶgle food ĐhoiĐe is 
͞ďest͟, ďut how can we accelerate progress towards a comprehensive health-
focused food system where the goals of affordability, environmental protection, 
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local farm viability, land use planning and others, can be reconciled. One of the 
functions of this food strategy project is to promote this kind of dialogue. 
The regionalization of the local 
A significant implication of this flexible interpretation of re-localization is a broadening up of 
the ŶotioŶ of ͞loĐal͟ ǁell ďeǇoŶd the ŵuŶiĐipal ďouŶdaƌies. Most urban food strategies 
ƌeĐogŶize the poteŶtial of the ͞loĐal/uƌďaŶ͟ ;as defiŶed iŶ Neǁ Yoƌk CitǇ͛s stƌategǇͿ to 
enhance urban food production, and there is widespread support for urban agriculture and 
community growing schemes in relation to both food security and sustainability objectives. 
ChiĐago͛s ‘egioŶal Comprehensive Plan (2010, ϭϰϮͿ, foƌ eǆaŵple, ƌeĐogŶizes that ͞although 
food ŵiles aĐĐouŶt foƌ oŶlǇ ϭϭ peƌĐeŶt of the food sǇsteŵ͛s gƌeeŶhouse gas eŵissioŶs, a 
reduction of food miles also reduces the impact that risiŶg fuel Đosts haǀe oŶ food pƌiĐes͟.  
However, the main focus of the urban food narratives is what New York City Council defines 
as the ͞loĐal/ƌegioŶal food sǇsteŵ͟. Significantly, food security concerns are a key driver of 
this ͞regionalization of the local͟. As stated in Los AŶgeles͛ food stƌategǇ ;Los Angeles Food 
Policy Task Force 2010, ϮϲͿ, ͞ǁhile the ďeŶefits of uƌďaŶ agƌiĐultuƌe aƌe sigŶifiĐaŶt to 
iŶdiǀiduals aŶd Ŷeighďouƌhoods, poǀeƌtǇ aŶd huŶgeƌ […] eǆist oŶ suĐh a ŵassiǀe sĐale that 
supporting urban agriculture should only be viewed as a supplement, not a replacement, 
strategy to solǀe food iŶseĐuƌitǇ aŶd iŵpƌoǀe food aĐĐess͟. Likeǁise, Leǁishaŵ͛s stƌategǇ 
(Lewisham Council 2006, ϮϮͿ states: ͞loĐal food gƌoǁiŶg pƌojeĐts […] aƌe Ŷot the oŶlǇ 
aŶsǁeƌ to health iŶeƋualities [ďut] theǇ ĐaŶ ďe paƌt of a ǁideƌ stƌategǇ͟.  
What are then the ŵaiŶ attƌiďutes of the ͞loĐal/ƌegioŶal͟ food sǇsteŵ that uƌďaŶ stƌategies 
are envisioning? In general, the North American documents make an effort to delineate the 
boundaries of the regional/local either by referring to the State in which the city is located 
;as is the Đase foƌ VaŶĐouǀeƌͿ oƌ, ŵoƌe ofteŶ, ďǇ iŶtƌoduĐiŶg the ŶotioŶ of ͞foodshed͟ – a 
looselǇ defiŶed geogƌaphiĐal aƌea fƌoŵ ǁhiĐh a populatioŶ͛s food ͞ŵaǇ theoretically be 
souƌĐed͟ ;DV‘PC ϮϬϭϭ, 4). As stated iŶ “aŶ FƌaŶĐisĐo͛s food stƌategǇ ;Thompson et al. 2008, 
4), the term ͞foodshed͟ is useful to deǀelop ͞the ďƌoadest͟ defiŶitioŶ of loĐal food, oŶe that 
takes into account not just territoriality, but also a series of quality attributes such as 
agricultural production methods, fair farm labour practices and animal welfare. Likewise, 
Los Angeles (Food Policy Task Force ϮϬϭϬͿ iŶteƌpƌets the ĐoŶĐept of ͞foodshed͟ Ŷot just iŶ 
relation to food production and consumption, but also in association with a range of 
regional economic, employment, demographic and environmental indicators. As ToƌoŶto͛s 
food strategy (Toronto Public Health Department 2010, ϳͿ puts it, ͞the stƌategiĐ ĐhalleŶge is 
to build the liŶks ǁithiŶ this ĐoŵŵoŶ foodshed͟. The foodshed, in short, is an ideal type, a 
normative goal, an envisioned foodscape in which the city, the countryside and all different 
actors and stakeholders that occupy their spaces are reconnected -- physically, culturally, 
environmentally, socially and economically.  
Reconnecting food system actors, spaces and policies 
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The teƌŵs ͞ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ͟ aŶd ͞ƌeĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ͟ plaǇ a ǀeƌǇ significant role in the narratives of 
urban food strategies. The English city of Plymouth (Food Plymouth 2008), for instance, 
ŵakes ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the ͞Ŷeed to Đƌeate a ŵoƌe ĐoŶŶeĐted ĐitǇ͟ aŶd ͞Đlose-knit 
ĐoŵŵuŶities͟ iŶ its Đhaƌteƌ͛s vision statement5. Brighton and Hove͛s stƌategǇ (2012) directly 
links re-loĐalizatioŶ ǁith ͞ĐoŶŶeĐtiǀitǇ͟. Manchester (City Council 2007, 19) is more explicit 
aďout the esseŶtial featuƌes that a ͞Ŷeǁ ŵodel foƌ the uƌďaŶ food sǇsteŵ͟ should haǀe: 
At pƌeseŶt […] the ŵodel is a ĐhaiŶ iŶ ǁhiĐh food is pƌoduĐed outside the ĐitǇ, 
brought in, sold, consumed and the waste and packaging disposed of, generally 
outside the ĐitǇ agaiŶ. […] Theƌe is ĐoŶsideƌaďle sĐope foƌ […] ĐƌeatiŶg a Đlosed loop 
system [that] would attempt to reconnect the city to the food it consumes and 
reduce the environmental impact of food consumption. 
The nature of the connections that urban food strategies aim to achieve becomes evident 
especially in the discussion of the instruments that municipal governments have at their 
disposal to realize their goals. In general, there are two main types of policy instruments 
that city governments emphasize. Many urban food strategies urge planners to consider 
food and to support access to land not just for agriculture, but also for food manufacturing, 
storage and distribution. New York City, Philadelphia, Manchester and Newquay all envision 
a more enabling planning system that reconnects urban, peri-urban and rural areas. 
LoŶdoŶ͛s food stƌategǇ ;London Development Strategy 2006, 21-22) goes further in its 
approach to spatial planning, which is emphasized for its capacity to promote (and create 
ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶs ďetǁeeŶͿ ͞the deǀelopŵeŶt of oŶ-farm processing facilities, the provision of 
sub-ƌegioŶal food distƌiďutioŶ sǇsteŵs, the pƌoduĐtioŶ of stƌeet ŵaƌkets, faƌŵeƌs͛ ŵaƌkets 
and specialist markets, the maintenance of the High “tƌeet, taĐkliŶg food ͚deseƌts͛ and a 
host of other food-ƌelated issues͟.  
The second instrument that urban food strategies aim to deploy during the implementation 
stage is public procurement. In addition to being praised for its connections with public 
health, climate change mitigation and regional development (as stated in the strategies 
produced by Toronto, New York City and Philadelphia), public procurement is, again, 
extolled for its integrative potential –or, as stated iŶ Bƌistol͛s food strategy (Bristol Food 
Network 2009, 2), its capacity to foster a mutually supportive collaboration between urban 
communities and the food producers, processors and suppliers located in rural and peri-
urban areas. The city of Toronto (Public Health Department 2010) explicitly defines public 
pƌoĐuƌeŵeŶt as ͞a tool foƌ ƌuƌal-uƌďaŶ liŶkages͟. IŶ Philadelphia͛s stƌategǇ, sustaiŶaďle 
procurement initiatives are considered capable of making even broader connections, 
                                                          
5 The language here evokes the ͞gaƌdeŶ ĐitǇ͟ ;a ďleŶdiŶg of the ďeŶefits of ƌuƌal aŶd uƌďaŶ lifeͿ fiƌst 
envisioned by planner E. Howard at the end of the 19th century. As Carolyn Steel (2008, 301) recalls, the 
progressive land reform that forms the basis of this ideal has however failed to materialize, turning the garden 
ĐitǇ iŶto a ͞utopia foƌ all seasoŶs͟.  UƌďaŶ food stƌategies seeŵ to ŵoǀe ďeǇoŶd this utopia by broadening the 
vision around the linkages between city and countryside, which are not just spatial and physical, but also, as I 
explain in this section, socio-economic, sectoral and political. 
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eŵďƌaĐiŶg, as theǇ do, ͞all food sǇsteŵ stakeholders, ranging from the private sector to the 
public sector, from local food advocates to hunger relief organizations, from farmland 
preservation coordinators to economiĐ deǀelopŵeŶt ageŶĐies͟ ;DV‘PC ϮϬϭϭ, 11).  
In practical terms, this emphasis on connectivities translates into a strong focus on 
infrastructural development. New York City Council (2010), for example, aims to leverage its 
eĐoŶoŵiĐ poǁeƌ ͞to suppoƌt alteƌŶatiǀe ƌetail outlets like faƌŵeƌs͛ ŵaƌkets aŶd CoŵŵuŶitǇ 
“uppoƌted AgƌiĐultuƌe͟ aŶd ͞to ďuild a peƌŵaŶeŶt ǁholesale faƌŵeƌs͛ ŵaƌket to help ŵid-
sized faƌŵeƌs sell to ƌestauƌaŶts, goǀeƌŶŵeŶt iŶstitutioŶs aŶd gƌoĐeƌs͟. Los Angeles (Food 
Policy Task Force 2010, ϭϲͿ eŶǀisioŶs the ĐƌeatioŶ of a ͞‘egioŶal Food Huď͟ ͞to ďetteƌ 
coordinate supply from small and mid-sized sustainable producers, encourage more local 
food processing facilities, develop alternative models for food market development, and 
offeƌ ŵoƌe Good Food joďs aŶd sŵall food eŶteƌpƌise oppoƌtuŶities […] to ƌesideŶts of all 
races, genders, ethnicities, and socio-eĐoŶoŵiĐ ďaĐkgƌouŶds͟. One of the main innovations 
in terms of infrastructural development is a ͞tƌaŶsit-oƌieŶted plaŶŶiŶg of fƌesh food outlets͟ 
that the city of Philadelphia promotes (DVRPC 2010, ϳϭͿ ͞to ŵaǆiŵize ŵultiŵodal access to 
fresh food by encouraging grocery stores, healthy corner stores, and outdoor markets at key 
transit nodes and within transit-oƌieŶted deǀelopŵeŶt zoŶes͟.  This aspiration is present in 
Neǁ Yoƌk CitǇ͛s food stƌategǇ as ǁell, ǁheƌe it is suggested: ͞the ĐitǇ should eŶsuƌe that 
faƌŵeƌs͛ ŵaƌkets haǀe adeƋuate, high tƌaffiĐ, aŶd staďle spaĐe iŶ ǁhiĐh to opeƌate͟ (New 
York City Council 2010, 22). 
Another important dimension of connectivity that emerges from the analysis of urban food 
strategies is of political nature. Municipal food policy-makers do not intend to operate in 
isolation. As mentioned earlier, they aim to vertically embed their initiatives to find support 
at higher governance scales. At the same time, urban food strategies consistently emphasize 
the importance of horizontal forms of embeddedness – i.e., connecting food with other 
policies and sectors. Los Angeles (Food Policy Task Force 2010), for example, raises the need 
foƌ ͞iŶtegƌatiŶg loĐal food sǇsteŵ plaŶŶiŶg iŶto ouƌ ƌegioŶ͛s Cliŵate AĐtioŶ PlaŶs, ‘egioŶal 
TƌaŶspoƌtatioŶ PlaŶs aŶd otheƌ ƌegioŶal plaŶŶiŶg doĐuŵeŶts͟; NeǁƋuaǇ͛s food stƌategǇ 
(Duchy of Cornwall et al. 2007, 7-8) argues that the deǀelopŵeŶt of ͞ƌeliaďle ŵaƌkets foƌ 
loĐal food gƌoǁeƌs, fishiŶg ĐoŵŵuŶities, pƌoĐessoƌs, Đateƌeƌs aŶd ƌetaileƌs͟ ĐaŶ ŵake a 
significant contribution to the objectives of its Sustainability Strategy – namely, limiting the 
populatioŶ͛s gƌeeŶhouse gas emissions and ecological footprint and enhance regional 
economic development. Policy connections are emphasized also iŶ BƌightoŶ aŶd Hoǀe͛s first 
urban food strategy (2006); in its vision, the document identifies as a key objective the 
development of ͞aŶ iŶtegƌated, Đƌoss-sectoral approach to food policy, which links 
initiatives within public health, environmental sustainability, community development, 
education, agriculture, cultural and economic development, waste management, urban 
planning/land use aŶd touƌisŵ͟. 
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This emphasis on policy integration has some significant governance repercussions. Urban 
food strategies often raise the need for new institutional arrangements that can facilitate 
coordination during the implementation stage. This is the case, for instance, of Chicago 
(Metropolitan Area for Planning 2010, 156), which advocates the establishment of a specific 
non-pƌofit ƌegioŶal food eŶtitǇ that ͞should ďe ƌepƌeseŶted ďǇ a ǀaƌietǇ of ŵeŵďeƌs 
(economic, environmental, transport, agricultural, public health, etc.) to analyse and 
support food policy issues from a comprehensive perspective and coordinate federal grants 
aŶd loaŶ pƌogƌaŵs͟. Los Angeles (Food Policy Task Force 2010, 28) also suggests the 
estaďlishŵeŶt of a ͞ƌegioŶal food poliĐǇ ĐouŶĐil͟. As stated in Neǁ Yoƌk CitǇ͛s food stƌategǇ 
(New York City Council 2010, 75), this governance mechanism can play an important role in 
eliciting ͞ŶoŶ-governmental input on policy changes and institutionalize the work embodied 
iŶ this ƌepoƌt͟. 
 
Urban food strategies and the new geography of food security: some conclusions 
 
The new geography of food security is creating space for the emergence of a new localism 
that does not have, in itself, the capacity to address problems that, in many cases, have 
emerged (and are experienced) at different scales. Nevertheless, there are important 
theoretical and practical lessons to be drawn from the analysis of these local food 
strategies, especially in relation to their new vision for a more secure and sustainable food 
system. As a start, urban food policies  do not target a specific and clearly defined territorial 
context. Rather, they aim to establish a spatial, economic, environmental and social 
continuum between different actors, interests and even policies. Urban food policy actors, 
in short, are constructing a ͞ƌelatioŶal͟ loĐal ;Boggs aŶd ‘aŶtisi 2003) that current theories 
on food security and food re-localization are largely unable to address.  
This paper has identified the limitations of the food security debate, which has tended to 
focus mostly on the two ends of the food system, overlooking a range of intermediary 
actors and activities (e.g., processing, distribution, packaging) that are key for creating, 
consolidating or constraining the relationships between food producers and consumers. As 
discussed earlier, this unwarranted polarization of food security discussions has been 
responsible for the tendency to confine the analysis of the problem to either the macro- or 
the micro- level, with very little attention for the ͞meso-level͟ dynamics that connect (or 
separate) ŶatioŶal poliĐies aŶd households͛ suƌǀiǀal stƌategies.  
The academic literature on food re-localization, on its part, has also largely failed to develop 
a relational approach to the analysis of the food system. Indeed, thus far much of the 
theoretical discussion has focused oŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg the ͞alteƌŶatiǀeŶess͟ of loĐal food 
initiatives in relation to the conventional dynamics that have been shaping the global food 
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system (Allen et al. 2003; Goodman 2004; Sonnino and Marsden 2006). From a 
methodological perspective, this tendency has resulted in a widespread empirical emphasis 
on individual case studies and producer initiatives (Ilbery and Kneafesy 2000; Sage 2003; 
Sonnino 2007), with little consideration for the connections and dis-connections between 
different alternative food networks and their combined potential for wider regional 
development.  
At a time of increased food insecurity, an exploration of the narratives that shape urban 
food strategies signals the emergence of a more integrated vision of a local space where 
urban and rural areas and actors are connected in a web of synergistic relationships. The 
analysis of the emerging policy discourses reveals that these relationships (their formation 
and consolidation) represent the real fulcrum for policy action, which targets primarily the 
nodal points of the food system (e.g., infrastructure and the policy areas where food 
intersect with other sectors).   
Researchers and practitioners have highlighted the transformative potential of this new 
food politics of place. For some academics, the novel forms of connectivity that, as 
described earlier, municipal governments are attempting to create across and between 
urban and rural landscapes are challenging conventional development theories and planning 
models (Knight and Riggs 2010; Lerner and Eakin 2011). FAO (2011a, 6) has also recently 
aĐkŶoǁledged that ͞a Ŷeǁ paƌadigŵ is eŵeƌgiŶg foƌ eĐo-system based, territorial food 
sǇsteŵ plaŶŶiŶg [that] seeks […] not to replace the global food supply chains that contribute 
to food security for many countries but to improve the local management of food systems 
that aƌe ďoth loĐal aŶd gloďal͟.  
Empirical and longitudinal data will be needed at the implementation stage to understand 
to what extent urban food strategies can reconfigure the relationships between urban and 
rural areas and between different food system actors. However, this preliminary analysis of 
the narratives embedded in recent documents identifies two important empirical contexts 
that can provide a starting point for re-thinking the relationship between food security, 
sustainability and re-localization. On the one hand, there is a need for a much tighter focus 
on food exchange nodes (e.g., faƌŵeƌs͛ ŵaƌkets, wholesale markets, food hubs) as tangible 
͞ĐoŶŶeĐtiŶg deǀiĐes͟ of the supplǇ ĐhaiŶ. On the other hand, more research is needed on 
the role of coordination in the food system – an issue that city governments are attempting 
to address through new governance mechanisms, such as policy councils, that aim to raise 
the profile of food across multiple policy agendas.  
In conclusion, urban food strategies are bringing to the fore the vital role of physical 
infrastructure and of policy integration for enhancing food security and sustainability. 
Connectivities are beginning to emerge as both intervention sites and analytical lenses to 
understand and support a new agenda that is striving to foster the multifunctional potential 
of food in relation to public health, community development, environmental integrity and 
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sustainable land use – the values that are increasingly implicated by the complex dynamics 
of the new geography of food security.  
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